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WREATH-LAYING IN THE GEORGE ELIOT MEMORIAL GARDEN
NUNEATON, 13 JUNE 1999
The Guest of Honour was Col. Christopher Hendy, OBE, the Administrator at Arbury Hall. He
gave the following Address:
We are here today to celebrate the life and works of George Eliot. 'I have heard of him, of
course, but I have never read any of his books' - that is the expression that I, and many of the
guides at Arbury hear when we mention the connection that George Eliot had with Arbury Hall
and Park. At the time that Mary Ann Evans was writing her novels it was not politic to let it
be known that the author was a woman and the nom de plume she adopted has sadly provided a trap into which many have fallen and thereby revealed a lack of knowledge of the true talents of this well respected and revered writer.
Mary Ann Evans was born on the Arbury estate when her father was the resident agent for the
Newdegate family, the estate's owners. Her family believed that they were descended from a
sixteenth-century Welsh knight, Sir Thomas Evans de Northop in the county of Flint and they
certainly came from Northop. By the late seventeenth century they were established in the
parish of Norbury in Derbyshire and there is a record in the parish register of a 'Joseph Evans,
a traveller' who clearly resided there at the time. In the next century, Mary Ann's grandfather
was the village carpenter, wheelwright and undertaker and was living in small, plain cottage
which still stands at Roston Common, Norbury.
Mary Ann was called many names in her lifetime - Marianne, Polly, Pollian, Marian, Mutter
and Madonna - and George Eliot. She was christened Mary Anne but her father, recording her
birth, wrote Mary Ann in his diary. In the parish register he described himself as a 'farmer'
which would not have pleased her daughter as she took exception to being referred to on one
occasion as a 'self-educated farmer's daughter' and her strong retort was (and here I apologize
to any farmers present) 'My father raised himself from being an artizan to be a man whose
extensive knowledge in very varied practical departments made his services valued through
several counties' .
At the age of four months Mary Ann moved with her parents from South Farm to Griff House
where she remained for twenty-one years, attending local schools in the Nuneaton area and a
boarding school in Coventry. She returned home at the time of her mother's illness and death
and remained at Griff to help to run the household.
It could not be said that Mary Ann was a pretty girl but she had many accomplishments. She
played the piano, she was alive to social conditions and was active in organizing clothing clubs
locally and visiting the sick and elderly. She was a late reader, preferring to play with her
brother Isaac, but her first book, The Linnet S Life, given to her by her father, she treasured
until her death. She was proficient in French and, inevitably, outstanding at English composition.
During the next few years she was reading deeply and it was at this time that she regularly vis-
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ited Arbury Hall and was given permission to read the books in the library there. She had often
waited for her father in the housekeeper's room and could wander around the ground floor
rooms at the Hall. She must have gazed with wide-eyed appreciation at the wonderful ceilings
in the saloon and dining room which featured later in some of her most descriptive writing.
After the death of her father and her move to London she met George Henry Lewes. They were
never able to marry and their relationship caused great disapproval within her family in
Nuneaton.
When, with Lewes's encouragement, she began to write fiction, her Scenes of Clerical Life
were vividly based upon places and people she had known in the Nuneaton area. Arbury Hall
became Cheverel Manor in 'Mr Gilfil's Love-Story', the second of the Scenes, and she writes
most vividly of this noble house with its cloisters, dining room, saloon and family portraits. It
is of great interest to us today that Arbury, its rooms and contents are very much the same now
as they were in her day. Visitors see the rooms and contents as Mary Ann Evans saw them. My
office is the housekeeper's room where she waited for her father and it is largely unchanged.
The cupboards, the fireplace, the windows are the same. We are privileged at Arbury to enjoy
this close connection with Mary Ann and we enjoy the interest that visitors show in her association with the Hall.
Those of you who know Arbury will appreciate my remarks fully; those who have not yet visited the Hall are invited to do so - you will not be disappointed.
You will be transported back in time to the days when Mary Ann knew it and wrote about it
in 'Mr Gilfil's Love-Story ' nearly 150 years ago.
Finally - a coincidence! When Arbury Hall was undergoing some major alterations they were
being overseen by an architect called 10nathan Holland whose great great aunt was Mary Ann
Evans!
[The wreath always contains a quotation and the one in 1999 was taken from George Eliot's
journal for 19 December 1857 after the good reception of her first work of fiction, Scenes of
Clerical Life:
I feel a deep satisfaction in having done a bit of faithful work that will remain
like a primrose root in the hedgerow and gladden and chasten human hearts in
years to come.]
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